XII
INSIDE SIAN

THE Sian Guest-house is a large, ugly building set in a
desert of concrete: but in the Western capital it is the
last word in modern luxury. An impressive fleet of
cars stood outside the doors, for at this time many
Tungpei commanders lived in the hotel, undeterred
by the fate of the last group of officers who had occu-
pied it. It was the chic modern rendezvous of Sian.
I arrived like the first swallow, a happy omen of
returning prosperity. Obviously the Shanghai office-
clerk was getting tired of North-eastern uniforms. He
greeted me rapturously, if somewhat incredulously.
"Sir, you came by aeroplane?"
"No," I said firmly. "By rickshaw, donkey, and
military truck." Clearly he did not believe me. But he
gave me a room, and apologised that he had no foreign
newspapers later than December loth.
An air of conspiracy hung over the hotel. There
were always conferences going on in back rooms, and
officers came and went with an expression of urgency
and determination which one does not usually as-
sociate with uniforms in China. Even the chauffeurs
who sat back comfortably in the easy chairs of the
entrance lounge were mysteriously alert. Anyone
entering the lounge came under the scrutiny of body-
guards, plain-clothes men, and private spies who
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